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Abstract 
Industrial networks and clusters have proven to be driving forces for fueling businesses with innovations, advanced research 
and for accelerating the entry of products and services into the market. The most important successful factors for their 
development are intensive collaboration, spread at global level and sustainable innovation. In this context, technology will 
play the most important role in enhancing these aspects. Consequently, the communications tools will transform the way of 
managing and organizing the entire activities inside groups of companies/institutions. The main goal of this paper is to 
explore how the communication process in networks and clusters can be improved and innovated based on an analysis of 
different examples of tools developed and implemented in the case of a cluster initiative in life sciences. This case study 
reveals different approaches of social media tools used for networking propose which can be adopted by other networks and 
clusters interested in innovation and know-how exchange.  
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.  
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of The 2nd International Conference on Strategic Innovative Marketing. 
 
Keywords: networks, clusters, social media, innovation, business communication, best practices; 
1. Introduction- the context of networks and clusters 
In the current market environment, characterized primarily by an increase in regional and global competition, 
plus an increase in customer expectations, rapid changes in techniques and in the used technology, most 
businesses are moving towards the development of collaborative systems, alliances to allow them to improve their 
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competitiveness (Marshall, A. 1890), (Porter, M. 1985). Among these collaboration solutions networks and 
clusters have become a central point.  
The two concepts have a common philosophy, and also many special features from an organizational and 
structural point of view. Both were and are used by companies in Romania, some of these systems have a legal 
form, which is able to ensure the development of productive activities within them. It is important to understand 
which the general characteristics of the two concepts are in order to identify the benefits each system can offer to 
firms, particularly to small and medium enterprises. 
A corporate network is a collaborative form among companies legally independent, geographically dispersed, 
but with common economic interests. Cooperation within the network is voluntary and involves the exchange of 
strategic information, the sharing of technologies or products, and thus, it contributes to better business decisions. 
Networks also facilitate the specialization of the members and help them invest in stages, depending on the 
resources and skills available to them. 
The network can lead to a strategic rethinking of businesses and an orientation of the supply more precisely 
adapted to fine variations, to long-term objectives and to capabilities of the marketing system. Networking is very 
valuable for small and medium enterprises (SMEs), as they can specialize in different areas of the supply chain 
value, fostering alliances and the use of the partners’ strengths. The new information and communication 
technologies accelerate the expansion of network type organizations and also create proximity of suppliers and 
manufacturers. 
A collaborative innovation network can be defined as a group of people, institutions and companies with a 
common vision, which work through the network, exchange ideas and information. 
Networks can be identified within clusters. Clusters are geographic concentrations of interconnected 
companies or institutions that manufacture products or deliver services in a particular field or industry. Clusters 
do not refer to a specific project or a type of organization. Clusters exist whether companies are aware of it or not. 
Clusters exist independently of any intervention, project or organization. Clusters are defined by the relationships 
that are formed between entities, not by the members. Companies come together to develop joint solutions and 
combine resources to take advantage of market opportunities, of a certain infrastructure. These are groups of 
related businesses and organizations - sometimes direct competitors, but more often operating in a 
complementary manner. They may comprise more than just one industry classification, and a genuine cluster is 
more than just a supplier-producer-buyer model. 
Clusters and networks share some common features. Conceptually, both are located between uncoordinated 
and organic structure and the linkage among their actors is beyond the price mechanism of the market (Learch, F., 
Müller-Seitz G. 2012). Porter defines a cluster as a self-enforcing system that stimulates the competitive 
strategies of the firms in the cluster and hence the competitiveness of its members (Porter, M. 1985). This idea 
highlights another important feature of the cluster, which is integrating vertical and lateral linkages between firms 
in symbiotic relationship. In this approach the potential of each member could emerge in strategies oriented to 
competitiveness promotion.  
The terms cluster and cluster initiative are often used without clear distinction among them. Innovation cluster 
is seen as groups of independent undertakings (innovative start-ups, small, medium and large undertakings as 
well as research organizations) operating in a particular sector and region and designed to stimulate innovative 
activity by promoting intensive interactions, sharing of facilities and exchange of knowledge and expertise and by 
contributing effectively to technology transfer, networking and information dissemination among the 
undertakings in the cluster. 
On the other hand a cluster initiative can also refer to a cluster development project or cluster organization. 
Any organized effort to enhance the competitiveness of a cluster can be considered a cluster initiative. Cluster 
initiatives can be standalone, focusing on only one cluster, or they can be part of a broader regional or national 
competitiveness strategy with multiple cluster initiatives going on in parallel. A cluster initiative refers to each 
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individual effort, so that a national competitiveness program with efforts in textile, tourism, and agricultural 
products would feature with three cluster initiatives, not one.  
2. Social media – innovative tool for business communication 
 An important tool for communication used by more and more companies today is social media. This new term 
refers to the use of web-based and mobile technologies to turn communication into an interactive dialogue. The 
Oxford Dictionary defines social media as “websites and applications that enable users to create and share 
content or to participate in social networking”. In turn, social networking is defined as “the use of dedicated 
websites and applications to communicate with other users or to find people with similar interests to one’s own” 
(Oxford Dictionary). There are many and different forms of social media. Based on their own set of theories in 
the field of media research (social presence, media richness) and social processes (self-presentation, self-
disclosure), Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) created a classification scheme for different social media types. 
According to the above-mentioned authors there are six different types of social media (Kaplan, A., & Haenlein, 
M. 2010):  
 
• collaborative projects: enable the joint and simultaneous creation of content by end-users (e.g. online 
encyclopedia - Wikipedia, social bookmarking web service - Delicious);  
• blogs: are the Social Media equivalent of personal web pages (e.g. blogging platforms: Blogger, Wordpress); 
• content communities: are used for sharing media content between users (e.g. Flickr for photos, YouTube for 
videos and Slideshare for PowerPoint presentations) 
• social networking sites: are applications that enable users to connect (e.g. Facebook, MySpace); 
• virtual worlds: allows users to interact in a three-dimensional virtual environment. Can take two forms: virtual 
game worlds (e.g. World of Warcraft, Sony’s EverQuest) and virtual social worlds (e.g. Second Life).  
     The main reasons why companies use social media are diverse. First of all it can be seen as another marketing 
channel to ensure the promotion and distribution of products. Along with the traditional channels, social media 
provides a greater impact on customers and spreading area, which continually develops without a specific 
direction and concerted actions. The most common social networking sites are seen as an easy way to promote 
products or services. The advantage of this approach is that the direct means of communication provides a 
healthy relation, in the online environment, between different brands and their target audience. This feature can 
assure the company to be present in the market, communicate, influence and maintain a strong position against 
competing brands. In addition, it is very easy for a company to obtain information about the industry in general, 
competitor’s intentions, consumer behavior etc.  
 So, the important purpose of social media is to develop a community around the company's products and to 
increase brand awareness, offering information on new products, launching contests, responding to customer 
questions and obtaining feedback and improvements suggestions from them (Füller, J., Matzler, K., & Hoppe, M. 
2008), (Kim, J. H., Bae, Z.-T., & Kang, S. H. (Writer) 2008). In fact, social media on one hand can be seen as a 
new and innovative tool, which is transforming the way firms communicate. 
 In order to create a strong image in their clients’ mind, it is important not only to promote the products, but 
also to gain the customers’ trust and interest. Thus, the social media tools help companies to convey particular 
messages to its clients, to answer their questions or queries, to promote their products and to launch promotion 
campaigns, to measure the impact of different marketing tools on the market. Marketers have understood that the 
communication pattern and behaviour changed. People, especially new generation, are using Facebook, Twitter, 
or Skype etc. for keeping in contact one with each other as a tool not only for communication but for social 
interaction. 
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Fig. 1. The importance of social media to businesses 
The most important advantage of this new tool of communication is the online sharing of information and 
knowledge among diverse groups of people. This opportunity convinced marketers to allocate more efforts on 
social media marketing. 
 A study conducted by Stelzner in 2012, having as main goal to understanding how marketers are using social 
media to grow and promote their businesses, reveals that social media is considered important for businesses 
(83% of respondents – see Fig. 1) (Stelzner, M.A., 2012).  
 According to the same study the top two benefits indicated by marketing specialists are increasing exposure 
for their business and traffic for the websites. Another finding is that the most used social media tools in 2012 
were Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, blogs and YouTube. In general, the first who identify the remarkable potential 
of social media tools have been companies active in the business to business (B2B) market. In these companies 
the marketing activity has been intensified, so that the weekly time spent for required activities increased and also 
for identification of new partnerships (Stelzner, M.A., 2012).  
 Sharing information though different forms of social media is determined also by the necessity for holding and 
improving online communication skills. Many companies struggle to decide where in the innovation process they 
should use social media and which type of social media to use (Kärkkäinen, H., Jussila, J., & Väisänen, J. 2010). 
3. Innovative communication tools used for developing business network activity – Case study 
SMEGoNET-Cluj 
Due to the benefits provided by various forms of social media, they began to be highly used in the 
development of business clusters and networks.  
Internet portals are the first example of collaboration tools. These are open calls for collaboration to 
companies, institutions and public agencies. There are many examples of such platforms that ensure the 
formation of joint projects with external funding. For example Enterprise Europe Network (EEN) ( 
http://portal.enterprise-europe-network.ec.europa.eu/) is an Internet platform funded by European Union to boost 
growth and jobs through entrepreneurship, collaboration and innovation. Its aim is to support SMEs from Europe 
and other continents to develop and work together in the Single EU Market. EEN and similar portals offer 
information and opportunities to cooperate (for example posting a request or offer from any SME which would 
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like to have its information published). It provides regular events to match make companies and persons, share 
knowledge, and give new inventions.  
The most important issue for a productive use of internet platforms is an open approach to continuous search 
for partners and becoming involved in initiatives. Such activity may not provide immediate results but usually 
they are achievable effects in short time. 
Another example of innovative tools is the internal innovation and cooperation platform. Sometimes external 
subjects have access to this platform if they are interested in joining and developing particular idea – in such 
situation their purpose is similar to next type, challenge portals. These ones are usually created by big companies 
to search for innovation among SMEs and buy or license an idea. Although, big companies are spending a lot of 
research funds on their own R&D departments they lack often ideas to solve particular problem or to develop 
new products and services. This type of platform can be used not only by big market players – crowdsourcing 
and crowdfunding allows every subjects, SMEs or individuals, to search and develop new innovations. 
In order to create a strong interest to the aim of group, each cluster initiative or network is developing its own 
tools of communication. The goal of this paper is therefore to explore how social media tools may be used in 
business clusters and networks, especially by those interested in innovation best practices and know-how 
exchange. Thus, we used for our purpose the case study of a life science network - SMEGoNET, located in Cluj-
Napoca, Romania. 
SMEGoNET project started as a follow up of the Cluj County environmental factors and economic conditions 
analysis for 2 years (May 2011-April 2013). SMEGoNET is a sub-project funded by the SMART+ mini-
program, which is funded by the INTERREG IVC and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). The 
main objective was to create a life science companies network within the Cluj County area. The main factor that 
added value to this project was a partnership with other three geographical regions from Greece, Poland and 
Spain, which ensured the experience exchange, information and knowledge transfer, and the ability to collaborate 
in achieving the project objectives. The starting point for the formation of this network was the potential of the 
life science sector in Cluj County. In the network formation process the cluster model of Polish partner was taken 
into account. 
The SMEGoNET network can serve as an example for future similar initiatives that share similar conditions. 
Some of its most important characteristics and activities that contributed to its success are mention hereinafter. 
The network has 29 active companies and research institutes from the following sectors: pharmacy, 
biotechnology, cosmetology, medicine and research – technology transfer. The connection with local authorities 
was maintained through meetings organized within the project. The main activities planned for the formation of 
the network were seminars on innovation, open innovation and Blue Ocean Strategy, on their advantages, on the 
ways of creating competences as a network member.  
As a part of the network formation process, we planned and implemented an online training program, 
“Collaborative Innovation Competences”, in order to help members gain the necessary abilities for network 
cooperation. We analyzed several learning management systems: OLAT, Dokeos and Moodle. 
OLAT is an open source learning management system; is a Java based web application, which uses MySQL 
databases and requires the InnoDB storage engine. The application is packaged as a Web Archive (WAR) and the 
deployment requires that it be placed in an appropriate web container such as Apache Tomcat (Online Learning 
and Training OLAT). Dokeos is another open source online learning solution for building, organizing and 
distributing courses online. Is a very complex learning suite and include features as: storyboarding, authoring, 
quiz building, reporting administration, assessment, videoconferencing, training catalogue and e-commerce 
(Dokeos, http://www.dokeos.com/). Moodle is one of the most popular learning management systems among 
educators worldwide. Moodle is a scalable solution, can be used for online courses or for blended learning 
(Moodle, http://moodle.com/). All the analysed solutions need to be installed on a web server, and must be 
customised in order to work properly. An alternative was to use TED-Ed platform, which allows its users to take 
(flip) any useful educational video and easily create a customized lesson around the video. After they create the 
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lesson, users can distribute it and also can track their impact. An existing lesson can be flip by many users, each 
user can add their own questions, notes and resources. 
In the development of the virtual classes we applied the concept of open innovation and, thus, we obtained an 
extremely affordable training program for all members of the international network. The training program was 
structured on four themes: basis of innovation, open innovation, blue ocean strategy and networking and 
clustering activity and had a simple and clear format. The TED-ED platform allowed us to integrate suggestive 
media elements, like short video presentations and documentation. These virtual classes provided added value by 
showing ideas and opinions on innovation activity in the networks of other companies from other fields and, thus, 
enlarged the experience shared by network members.  
Social network can be successfully used by clusters or networks to access target audience. The use of social 
media by clusters or networks is considered a good practice from the following reasons (SMEGoNET): 
 
• the social media presence and the systematic activity in social media helps to reach more individuals and keep 
them informed about the ongoing projects and upcoming events; 
• social media may contribute to the cluster’s development to a high extent, by facilitating gathering more 
participants for the organized events or finding partners interested in collaboration; 
• presence in social media can act as an advertising method and promotion of cluster’s services; 
• clusters don’t need financial resources to create a social media presence; 
• is easy to implement; 
• all clusters can use social media tools, especially the small ones; 
• facilitate the building of cluster’s good image and improve the flow of information in the community, it can 
also widen the network of contacts and strengthen the bonds between the members.  
 
We adopted this best practice for the life science network formed in Cluj County. We selected Facebook 
because is most used social networking site by the companies in the network (51.7% already have a Facebook 
page). Facebook pages are used by organizations, businesses, brands or public persons to connect with clients, 
fans in an official, public manner, unlike the profile pages which are for the individual users. Another reason 
what that the number of Facebook users is continually growing. According to Internetworldstats by the end of 
March 2012 there were 835,525,280 Facebook users worldwide and in Romania in January 2013 they reached 
5,593,480. More and more public persons and institutions (companies, NGO) are creating Facebook pages to 
connect with target audience. 
Advantages of Facebook pages:  
 
• clusters or networks can create a mini website for their community; 
• Facebook pages are public and appear in the research engine results; 
• anyone can see the page, without needing a Facebook account; 
• anyone (with a Facebook account) can become a fan of the page (with a simple like, without requiring 
approval) and will receive information from the page; 
• there is no limit on the number of fans (likes);  
• can be easily reachable as the URL of the page can be customized (e.g. 
http://www.facebook.com/SMEGoNETCluj) 
• the administrator of the page can promote other people as Admins on the Page 
• access to page statistics (available only for pages with more than 30 fans).   
 
Disadvantages of Facebook pages: 
 
• almost a half of the companies in the SMEGoNET network don't use social media; 
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• it is not possible to share files; 
• it is not possible to send messages to other users (only to post a status update). 
 
Promoting a best practice-specific activity is an important tool to ensure increased competitiveness and a 
source of inspiration in the innovation process of firms active in a certain area. Sharing best practices, even with 
competitors on the market, is a very good idea, because other companies can adapt and develop some best 
practices according to the industry in which they operate. It's a win-win situation, in which each involved part, 
according to its field and competencies will adapt the best practice and further improve its competitiveness. 
Sharing is beneficial especially if companies are interested in developing at international level or if they compete 
against international organizations. 
4. Conclusions 
This case study has highlighted the critical role of the new forms of communication, especially social media, 
for business networks and clusters, and yielded new insights into how small businesses, in particular, may benefit 
from it. In the SMEGoNET case – which is a knowledge intensive network that does not involve extensive intra-
group economic exchange - our study reveals that strong social media tools could be used for enhancing cluster 
viability and vitality. Even more, the cluster or network dynamics depends on the communication tools health. So, 
it is important for the entire group of network or cluster members to have quick and easy access to reliable and 
worthy information. Applying new forms of communication, such as different tools of social media, will help the 
network or cluster initiative to gain strong reputation and a brand image in the market. Presence in a branded 
cluster or network seems to help remote members find companies or partners, and trust them to perform the kinds 
of activities needed and cooperate. 
This analysis reveals preliminary results which confirmed a tendency in clusters and networks behavior, and 
should encourage the managers, facilitators of such groups or policy makers to ensure a high quality of the 
communication tools for a strong community and an intensive cooperation inside.  
Our study is clearly limited, in that it is merely one case of one type of network and we were able to observe a 
relatively few examples of other applications of social media and communication tools. As such, we recognize 
the speculative nature of the findings and realize that this is an opportunity for additional research to confirm the 
types of effects encountered in this case study. 
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